I would also have liked to have known what Burgel and Maulitz, who wrote the most interesting essays, make of the co-existence of lay and scientific concepts of pathology. Buirgel shows how Prophetic and Galenic systems intersected in Arabic medicine: orthodox Muslims were obliged to question whether rational, secular therapies were compatible with pious striving and trust in God's omnipotence. Prophetic medicine, according to Burgel, shifted authority from the ancients to the Koran and to the Prophet. In an aside, he suggests that orthodox Muslims today face a similar question in regard to scientific medicine; indeed, the sayings of the Prophet (Hadiths) The introduction of forceps into obstetric practice is variously described as one of the great advances in obstetric care, or alternatively as an example of the brutal use of new instruments whose only purpose was to advance the cause of man-midwifery. The latter view was held by many eighteenth-century midwives who saw their business slipping into the hands of medical practitioners, and sometimes by modern historians reacting against what they see as the subsequent domination of childbirth by men, with their persistent tendency to intervene unnecessarily in a physiological process. Whatever one's views, however, there can be no doubt of the historical importance of obstetricians and their forceps.
The number of British and Continental designs which followed the publication of the Chamberlen model in the first half of the eighteenth century almost suggests that any obstetrician worth his salt had to have a pair of forceps to his name. Witowski, whose Histoire des accouchments was published in Paris in 1887, described mid-nineteenth-century obstetricians as "possessed with an incredible ardour for inventing instruments sometimes dangerous, often useless, but always ingenious". If you had your name attached to an instrument, you were tempted to use it whenever it was necessary and often when it was not; and your students learnt to do the same. But most of the designs were ephemeral. Today most of the ingenious and occasionally horrifying instruments of the past are where they belong, in historical collections. "Give me a pair of Kiellands and a pair ofWrigleys and I am content" was, as I remember it, the received obstetric wisdom in the 1950s, with Wrigleys only for general practitioners. The past proliferation of forceps does, however, provide an important clue to past practice. The massive intervention in normal or slightly delayed labours, which was such a feature of obstetric practice from the mid-nineteenth century to the 1930s, stimulated the production of new designs. Some inventions, such as axis-traction, were undoubtedly useful. In the hands of an experienced practitioner, forceps could relieve an enormous amount ofdistress and save maternal and infant lives. Their misuse, which admittedly occurred on a grand scale, is no reason to condemn them.
Bryan Hibbard, Professor of Obstetrics and Gynaecology at the University of Wales and Curator of Instruments at the Royal College of Obstetricians and Gynaecologists, has an unparalleled knowledge of this important and complex subject. With the judicious use of detailed tables, he has produced a guide to the collection in a text whose brevity may, at first
